Writings from several thousand years ago in the Ancient Near East have the potential to give us fascinating insight into humanity's baser instincts and values, allowing us to track the progress of "Western Civilization" from its source. Countless law codes stress the idea of proportional retribution, especially in the case of violent crimes. It is evident in these documents, particularly the ancient Babylonian Code of Hammurabi, that this retribution was primarily reserved for free-born adult men and that penalties for crimes against women, while not negligible, were considerably more lenient. It is also evident in these documents that slavery in Ancient Near Eastern civilizations was not only remarkably common, but that there was a noticeable difference in the way slaves were treated depending solely on their gender. In addition, punishments regarding transgressions against a slave typically included reparations to the owner of the slave rather than the slave him/herself, which emphasizes the relative value of life associated with them. In essence, Ancient Near Eastern writings reveal an extremely stratified social hierarchy which, at its most basic, prioritized free-born men above women, women above slaves, and male slaves above female slaves. 
It is worthwhile to note that not all Ancient Near Eastern societies treated slaves the same, and that ancient Hebrew laws were lenient with regard to length of servitude and the topic of runaway slaves as long as those slaves were Hebrew. Exodus 21, for instance, explicitly states, "If you buy a Hebrew servant, he is to serve you for six years. But in the seventh year he is free to go."
14 Interestingly, the only discussion regarding length of servitude in The Code of Hammurabi relates to servitude to settle a debt, in which case the servant will go free after three years. 15 On the topic of runaway slaves, the Hebrews were also more lenient, preaching hospitality 16 where the Babylonians preached that one should turn the slave back over to its master or else face execution.
17
It is intriguing to see that stereotypical gender roles and hierarchies which people seek to overcome in the world today have existed for thousands of years.They are even being codified by societies that the West has been so heavily influenced by. It is also quite interesting to observe the fact that slavery, while not only present in Ancient Near Eastern societies, was fundamental enough to the established order that numerous laws deal explicitly with the topic. Given the overt and unabashed segregation that occurred in some of the oldest civilizations that are known to exist, it is apparent that the tendency to divide people into groups, and to treat some groups more negatively than others is a primal urge. Furthermore, since slavery present less than 200 hundred years ago in America, it seems that this tendency has not mellowed as time has
progressed, a fact that should not be easily forgotten..
14 Exod. 21:14 (New International Version). 15 Hammurabi, "The Code of Hammurabi." 16 . 17 Hammurabi, "The Code of Hammurabi."
